EARTHLIKE PLANET DISCOVERED
USA NEWS 21, April, 2009

A team of Astronomers led by Michel Mayor from the Observatory of Geneva, working at the Observatory in La Silla, Chile, using its large and powerful telescope, have announced the finding of a fourth new planet in another solar system just a short 20.5 light years from our own solar system.  Beginning with the first discovery in 2007, they have now announced finding four planets altogether.
These four planets – Gliese 581-e, b, c and d, in order of discovery, circle a red dwarf star named Gliese. The planet named Gliese-e being the closet planet to its star and d being the furthest.  What makes this recent discovery unlike the dozens of other planets discovered in near proximity to our own galactic neighborhood in recent years, is that two of the four planets seem to appear be very much like our own Earth and perhaps capable of supporting extremophiles.  Creatures like us.
Stretching today’s technology to the limit, the Scientists believe this to be the habitable planet discovered thus far, outside our own solar system and most closely resemble Earth in all the important ways – A rocky planet with large water oceans and an atmosphere of oxygen.

This newly discovered planet resides in what scientists refer to as the “Goldilocks” Zone.  Not too hot and not too cold, not too close and not too far.  In other words, “just right” regarding distance from its star.  It is the fourth planet out from the star Gliese 581-d, which holds the most promise for being “Earthlike”.  The Gliese 581 system resides within our own Milky Way Galaxy, making it possible in the distant future for exploration through advanced space technologies and some say, colonization.  However critics argue that at the current rate of exploration of even our own solar system, it will like be centuries before such technologies for traveling those distances are possible.
At that distance and today’s lowly travel speeds of only 30,000 mph, it would take a millennium or more for mankind to visit this star system.

GLOBAL WARMING PREDICTIONS DIRE

Washington Post, 3, February, 2017

A Global Panel of Earth Scientists just concluded a two-week conference on Global Warming in Helsinki, Finland, with a near unanimous conclusion; The Global Warming phenomenon is advancing even faster than previously predicted and is quite likely to have significantly greater consequences than imagined even a short decade earlier.  

Predictions made by a small number of Earth scientists at the turn of the century a short fifteen years ago, gave Earth a good one hundred years or so until the real changes began effecting us.  Now, an overwhelming number of scientists, using the latest data, have revised that timetable by cutting that period in half. 
And unlike the predictions made back then by scientists, there has now been a monumental shift in what today’s scientists are predicting.  Back then, it was thought that there would be a steady rise in surface temperatures, to a point where at least a 4-5 F. increase in temperature would be sufficient enough to melt both polar ice caps and inundate nearly every large city that is located within 200 miles of any ocean.  Today, according to nearly half of the scientists assembled, the evidence seems to be pointing in the exact opposite direction of Global Warming – A complete Global Ice Age, which could last for several hundred years to a thousand years or more, covering the entire planet in a one-mile thick ice cap.  
It seems that the evidence was there all along, but was never taken seriously or heard from, due to the loud political agenda concerning fossil fuel usage and those groups that had something to either gain or lose.  It now seems more likely the scientist’s state, for the temperatures to swing in exactly the other direction.  Overwhelming evidence shows that Earth has proven herself capable over the last few million years or so, to heal itself by using the diverse biosphere that has slowly evolved by reversing excessive trends in weather and temperature.  

Like riding a roller coaster, every cycle of extreme high and low temperature changes over periods of millions of years have come and gone and also become shorter and shorter each time in terms of total time span.  As Earth also continues to cool from the surface down to its core, it does contribute significantly to weather cycles.  “It is”, they say, “as if she [The Earth] was learning how to become a self-balancing entity in her middle ages.”  However, the scientists assert, Man’s ability to impact Earth globally has only started to effect the Earth within the last two hundred years of its (Earth’s) roughly four billion year existence.  Not nearly enough time for Mother Earth to absorb all our abuses to its surface.
To make matters worse, the scientists wish to remind us we are going through our closest encounter with the Sun during our full 11,000 year revolution.  Every 11,000 year cycle, we are at our closest and warmest periods, and conversely, at our furthest and coolest periods.  The fusion process the Sun uses to fire its furnace also is very unpredictable and not uniform, producing cycles of heavy solar flares approximately every 11 years.  Sunspot activity is not only near its 11-year high, but increasing in strength the past hundred years since serious studies have been made. 

All scientists seem to agree that if the latter scenario were to develop, the chances for survival for all mankind and most of the life on this planet, would probably be near zero.  Speaking as one, the conference attendees have put all nations and all governments on notice to be as alarmed as possible by either scenario.  “Time is running out” they said, “and unless immediate remedies are put in place, mankind may have already lost the race for its survival.”
MIDDLE EAST PEACE NEGOTIATIONS FAIL

United Nations Headquarters, N.Y., NY  Story by:  S.F. Chronicle,  Nov. 23, 2018

Ambassadors from China, Japan, Egypt, Russia and the United States have been meeting these past few days with officials from Iran, Israel and Syria in an attempt to make a temporary cease-fire permanent.

However, negotiations ended abruptly last night with the rival factions leaving the closed-door environs in a blaze of angry name calling and gesturing.  The five-member peace envoy left the conference room shortly thereafter and gave no word to worldwide press corps as to what had transpired.  Most reporters agreed that the top level envoy looked very ashen-faced and visibly upset.
Most experts fear that confrontations between the three Middle-Eastern powers could quickly escalate from conventional warfare on selected strategic targets to an all out war, dragging neighboring countries and allies into the fray.

Pakistan and the newly independent Islamic countries of Iraq and Afghanistan have already promised their allegiance to fellow Islamic countries if war were to ensue.  The People’s Republic of Korea has also promised allegiance to the Islamic states.  The G-8 has been accusing the PRK for years of supplying Iran and Pakistan with nuclear warheads and short range ballistic missiles. 
Some diplomats have openly speculated that if negotiations fail and hostilities resume, perhaps an all out nuclear confrontation could occur in a planet-wide war over seriously held religious beliefs.  It has been no secret since the 9/11 terrorist bombings in the U.S., both Al Qaeda and most of the sympathetic Saudi Arabian Muslims, that the worldwide eradication of all Christian and Jews as been their main, publically stated objective.  Speculation by major countries believes that once a modern religious war becomes reality, many alliances between Christian and Muslim countries will disappear and new battle lines will be drawn in the hot sands of the Middle East, drawing in all of the planets individual governments to defend one religion or the other in a very zealous and philosophical struggle to the death.
IMPORTANT QUOTES TO USE:

Taken from H.G. Wells, War of the Worlds

No one would have believed in the last years of the nineteenth century that this world was being watched keenly and closely by intelligences greater than man's and yet as mortal as his own; that as men busied themselves about their various concerns they were scrutinised and studied, perhaps almost as narrowly as a man with a microscope might scrutinise the transient creatures that swarm and multiply in a drop of water. With infinite complacency men went to and fro over this globe about their little affairs, serene in their assurance of their empire over matter. It is possible that the infusoria under the microscope do the same. No one gave a thought to the older worlds of space as sources of human danger, or thought of them only to dismiss the idea of life upon them as impossible or improbable. It is curious to recall some of the mental habits of those departed days. At most terrestrial men fancied there might be other men upon Mars, perhaps inferior to themselves and ready to welcome a missionary enterprise. Yet across the gulf of space, minds that are to our minds as ours are to those of the beasts that perish, intellects vast and cool and unsympathetic, regarded this earth with envious eyes, and slowly and surely drew their plans against us. And early in the twentieth century came the great disillusionment.

And here is the paragraph quoted from the end of the novel:

For so it had come about, as indeed I and many men might have foreseen had not terror and disaster blinded our minds. These germs of disease have taken toll of humanity since the beginning of things--taken toll of our prehuman ancestors since life began here. But by virtue of this natural selection of our kind we have developed resisting power; to no germs do we succumb without a struggle, and to many--those that cause putrefaction in dead matter, for instance--our living frames are altogether immune. But there are no bacteria in Mars, and directly these invaders arrived, directly they drank and fed, our microscopic allies began to work their overthrow. Already when I watched them they were irrevocably doomed, dying and rotting even as they went to and fro. It was inevitable. By the toll of a billion deaths man has bought his birthright of the earth, and it is his against all comers; it would still be his were the Martians ten times as mighty as they are. For neither do men live nor die in vain.

“Exploration is meaning in itself.  It doesn’t need a cost-benefit analysis.  There will always be people who want to learn more, to discover more, and to push into the unknown.  It’s an excellent trait built into the DNA of the human race.”  Dalai

PORT OF CALL
NO. 1
CHAPTER – 1: ARRIVAL

A bump, either real or by my imagination, has awakened me from a short and much needed nap.  The smile on my face apparently suggests that I just had some kind of satisfying dream.  Problem is, I can’t seem to remember what it was – and it was only mere seconds before.  Damn.  Something sexual?  Sometimes I remember, but most often I don’t and I always hate that.  Are you like me when you do remember with great clarity, and dreams in full color and like an old twentieth century MGM blockbuster movie?  Those I just love. Sometimes my post-dream recollections are good enough to jot down, with high hopes of making a good start to a future Sci-Fi novel I intend to write someday.  If only I was a writer I remind myself.  Most times though, my dreams are just a silly hodgepodge of memories bubbling up from my subconscious obviously trying to see the light of day and are collectively worthless.  Futurists in the 20th Century predicted that someday scientists would have dream analysis devices.  One hundred years later, that still hasn’t become a reality.  Too bad, I think that would have been a pretty cool thing.
Before I can give the dream any further consideration, reality once again engulfs my other senses causing me to become conscious of my surroundings. I am also faintly aware that I am, as always, comfortably ensconced within one of the ship’s cockpit seats.  Yet, the clean scent of the ever-present ozone, the constant, but ever so slight vibrations of our ship’s omni-present machinations and the soft hum of automated systems are all conspiring to send me back to dreamland. A reflected glint of light from the nearby star bounces off the polished trim of the forward view port and keenly snaps me back to the present, disposing me of any further notion of sleep. 
The spectacle I now enjoy out that forward view port is of our ever-present and by now, all too familiar immenseness of the inky black space beyond, speckled with thousands of diamond-like pinpoints of light. What is new and strikingly different though, in this daily routine of mine, is the slowly enlarging vision of a recently added small blue marble, located dead center in this somewhat constricted field of view.  This newly arrived object and newest focal point of my attention cannot help but remind me of our ship’s most singular goal, and which of course, is the express purpose for me being in this command seat in the first place – exploration of a new Earth-like and hopefully habitable planet.
Now that I’m wide awake again, please allow me to introduce myself to you; I am the Captain of the Alpha Centauri Exploration Space (ACES) vehicle, Marc O’Bannion Jr. But you might want to describe me as more than just a captain though, because at various times it would appear, I am not only the chief of this vessel, but head cook and bottle washer, to quote a very old cliché, and, at times it seems, much, much more. 

I can also say this to you and with an understated conviction that aboard this vessel we – that is to say, all of us fellow travelers aboard ACES, have become wholly invigorated by the developments of the past few weeks. Primarily, to finally begin to see our long-imagined objective after all these many years in deep space, and now, using only the naked eye, to see this milestone is without question, a magical event indeed.   I am further pleased to announce that it has had a curative effect on the mood of our entire ship’s compliment, which now seems alive, buzzing with banter and giddy with enthusiasm.  
I must also report to you however, that this newly acquired mood stands in vivid contrast to the many years of relative confinement and the doubt that nearly every passenger has felt to some degree or another.  Distinctly felt during their long and dedicated lives while trekking across this small segment of the Milky Way Galaxy.  I am no exception to that statement either.  It has been a great strain on us all.

Reflecting now, as I am, upon this recent change in dispositions, I could not keep myself from recalling a few of those bad periods – some while I was alive and some recorded prior to my arrival.  Some of them caused true incidents that I had to deal on and off with, throughout my 23-year career as Captain of this exploratory mission.  And I was the fourth in a string of ship’s captains having to do so. Not only were we the pilots in charge of getting us all to our destination, but arbiter and sheriff as has often been common on any ship or aircraft for the last millennium or so.
For I do believe that neither old nor young would likely dispute my recollections that for the majority of our 85-year-long sojourn, the most insidious malady was and is the omni-present and always niggling uncertainty of our futures.  That has always been a constant and gloomy companion of ours – a companion that has always weighed heavily upon our collective consciences.  So, to say we are happy that our long ordeal appears to be coming to an end. Whatever the consequences might be in store for them at the end of this journey.  

As I continue to sit in my command seat and within the relatively tight confines of the ship’s cockpit, staring as I so often do nowadays, at the tiny deep blue dot directly in front of me, I am reminded of those video recordings of our departure long ago, when our recorders looked back at Earth, as our ship rocketed outward into interstellar space.  How many times had I myself watched those old documentaries provided for our library?   
Frankly, it reminded me a lot of those even older videos of the “Blue Marble” I have seen that were taken during NASA’s very first lunar equatorial navigation of the late sixties in the 20th Century, looking so pristine and unspoiled from that distant vantage point.  It reminded me that based upon sheer looks alone and from this present, equally distant vantage point of our newly acquired Blue Marble, just how deceiving that image could be, and bringing into question, what may ultimately lay below those fluffy white and benign looking collection of swirling clouds, awaiting our arrival.

I also could not help but think back to all of those events that have transpired in the previous one-hundred or so years, even before our exodus.  That collection of events and scientific discoveries which ultimately lead us to this time and the place and the myriad revelations we are on the brink of discovering. Nor was it hard to draw simple comparisons to those earliest accounts of man’s historical exploratory ventures of old Earth itself.  Of the Vikings, Japanese, Italian and all the other of mankind’s long list of explorers and their relatively contemporary discoveries back on Earth.  No less significant than modern man’s explorations, were those great sojourns that happened long before them - hundreds of thousands of years ago of our ancient ancestors, moving out of Africa and into Europe and elsewhere across the planet.  And of the cave drawings they recorded for posterity of those heroic migrations and their daily struggles, encounters and beliefs. Probably just trying to make heads or tails of it all – and in a very real sense, just like we are about to do shortly.
I am not alone, as my dog Maya recently retrieved from forced hibernation now, sits closely at my side in my tiny cockpit.  She has no choice herself but to look ahead to the growing blue orb placed just so in the center of her vision.  By the look of what appears to be puzzlement on her face of the otherworldly features playing out in front of her, I speculate she is curious like me by what is coming into our field of view.  Her well-developed sense of smell offers her no clues as she tries to sniff the air.  I am glad once again to have her by my side.  She is a good and trusted companion who will surely have her part to play in all of this sometime soon.  For the moment, she and I in our unspoken bond as fellow space voyeurs share the growing image and rare moment in silent enjoyment, save for those faint clicks, whirs and murmurings of the machinery that surrounds us.  
Though we are already beginning our braking maneuvers, we are still traveling through open space at considerable speed.  Yet the distances are so vast that any sensation of speed relative to the approaching exo-planet seems non-existent.  As we near the first of these two potentially habitable planets, the nearby sister planets and their dominant twin stars fall within our peripheral vision and in our present tangential approach, the entire panorama has become utterly spectacular and beyond verbal description.

Almost continuously, our on-board AI system is recommending in frequent and gentle tones and on my backup HUD-type display, various options and selections it offers and sometimes states with certainty.  Perfectly capable of operating the entire process on its own, it mostly respects my title and authority and until I push a switch denoting otherwise, allows me to think I am worthwhile and needed.  I wonder if I’m the computer’s redundant backup or is the ship’s advanced computer mine.  I chuckle internally to myself at the notion.  Maya seems to read my thoughts and gives a short whine and wiggle of her shortened former tail.  But quite possibly an all-together different dog-related thought on her part other than what I was thinking.  I have been tempted to give our AI a name, but just as I think a name comes to me based upon the gender neutral voice, it causes me to reconsider.  So thus far no name.  I am tempted to call it “Bark” after Maya’s sporadic response to the AI’s frequent messages bursts.
A slight hiss comes from directly behind and to our right. Looking over my shoulder I can see silhouetted by the brightly lit passageway beyond, the familiar upper half of my girlfriend Rachel.  The auto door is already sliding closed behind her and I hear the familiar voice greeting me as she quickly gasps at her first real glimpse of the image, that until now, only Maya and I have enjoyed in real time.  Video feeds transmitted to the passengers and crew are still their only reality of what is rapidly unfolding of the great adventure that will soon touch their lives in so many immeasurably ways.  In a short period of time, it will be safe for me to open the ship’s multiple viewports for them to all enjoy.  But for now, just the three of us have this rare privilege. 
I get a much welcomed peck on my cheek as she approaches the only seat left available now occupied by Maya, opposite the intervening instrument console.  In true dog fashion, Maya wags her short tail in obvious happiness at Rachel’s arrival that gains her a scratch behind the ear and a cheery “Hello Miss Wigglebutt.  Scoot over please.”  Maya obligingly vacates the co-pilot’s seat.  “Oh my” she declares as she slides into the now vacated seat.  “It’s much more spectacular in person isn’t it?  It’s so beautiful.  Are we still moving?  It doesn’t seem like we’re moving at all.  And how long until we enter orbit Marc?”
Turning my attention to her, I begin, “Yes it is.  And yes, we are still moving, and at a very tremendous speed I might add.  We have only just began our brake maneuvering phase.  Perhaps you felt it a short while ago – that minor vibration?  And I’m sad having to inform you that we still have days before we slow down with enough speed to begin our trans-orbital insertion maneuvers.  Without which, I want to be quick to point out, if done wrong, could cause us to skim right off that dense blue atmosphere you see and we just keep right on going.  It is still one of the most difficult parts of our entire 85-year journey that we must get perfect or all will have been for nothing.  But I’m very thankful that I have such a brilliant computer assistant to sometimes double check my every move.  Once into our Orbital Position, we will be roughly about 420 km above the planet’s surface or 261 miles.  That’s as close as anyone of us will get until our sensors thoroughly scan the surface and then our shuttles begin taking expedition crews down to the surface.”
Rachel looked at me with unquestioning and trusting eyes. The artificial environment, it would seem, was more kind to her than others of our compliment.  In her early thirties, Rachel looked more like early twenties.  Medium height, perfect figure, blue eyes, deep auburn-colored hair that she wore short and lips that drove me crazy.  For me, it was love at first sight when I had the privilege not all those many years ago seeing her for the first time up close.  Though it took many years after that to get her to look my way, we have been soul mates and lovers ever since.  As second in command of our ship’s biosphere she understands the biology of things, but leaves the mechanical systems and those type of functions to others trained specifically to do that like me.  
She returned her gaze to the slowly enlarging Blue Marble and stared in silence, leaving to me gaze on her profile and to try and imagine what thoughts occupied her mind at this moment.  Two of my three loves are with me now, sharing my life’s ultimate quest and in doing so, enjoying the overwhelming beauty and spectacle of it all.  The third love of course, being this job itself.  Yes I am a very happy man at this moment with few worries.
After a time, I offered, “Imagine Rachel?  After all this time and all these generations of mankind that have gone before us, we are finally about to explore our very first habitable planet other than our own Earth and in an entirely different solar system?”

“It is also hard to fathom...” I further surmise…that after spending our entire lives experiencing nothing but the confines of this ship that something that is so Earthlike is likely to be both familiar to us, while at the same time, likely to be so alien and entirely different.  The reality of it all after 85 years, is about to, at long last, present itself to us. And I main wish, is that we have come to the right place in Earth’s Galactic neighborhood and have done the right thing for those aboard and our species?  There are not a lot of options out here for us otherwise this late in the game, except to spend the rest of eternity aboard this damn vessel.”
As much for my benefit as Rachel’s, I continued, “But we won’t really know that until, as I just mentioned, we get much closer and our sensors can begin their job, and then, not really knowing what’s down there until we actually begin exploration of the surface itself.  Even at that point, maybe not until we begin the real up close and detailed science in person.  That’s where you and your team come in.  And may the gods of the universe look down upon us mercifully?”

Knowing my philosophy on most issues, she gave me a soft laugh at my short prayer of deliverance and added, “I hope they do too Mr. Agnostic.”  In unison, we both returned our gaze to our soon-to-be-explored, new planet, one that resides in another star’s solar system.  All three of us sat silently within our own thought processes, admiring the new alien world that was now growing before our eyes – hoping against the odds, this was indeed going to be our long-anticipated new home.
In the first part of the 21st Century explorers were discovering exo-planets at a rate of about one a week with the use of the revolutionary Keppler Space Telescope and other scientific methods and equipment.  By doing so, astrophysicists began revising their mathematical formulas about the number of possible planets there were just within our own Milky Way Galaxy.  They calculated that there were roughly some 33 billion planet-sized orbs, with perhaps about one third with water and / or other life-developing nourishment and were very likely leading to many forms of intelligent life and many quite possibly sentient beings or life-forms.  These they surmised were those planets that were inside orbital zones that were called “Goldilocks Zones” - areas of individual solar systems that were deemed ideal for life to develop over time - the places where all things were considered “just right” for life to flourish.
PORT OF CALL
CHAPTER – 2: A HISTORY LESSON
Continued gazing out the front view panel is my preferred place of solitude on this spacecraft, where I often do some of my best philosophizing.  Spending the majority of my time as I do here while also performing my primary duties, frequently allows for all that thinking time.  You’d think I would be a fucking Plato or Aristotle by now with all that time spent?  Odd thoughts pop into my head all the time and today, for no particular or explainable reason, I reflected back on what brought us to this point in time and place in our galaxy.  It was unquestionably, a multitude of historic reasons in our mankinds past that collectively added up over the years and conspired to bring us to this momentous point in history.   
For most of those of us still alive and literally generations removed from that past history now upon this starship, those events are hard to understand and truly hard for most of us to comprehend.  Somewhat akin to three generations removed from World War II that just a century ago, found the atrocities of Hitler’s Nazi Germany’s Final Solution hard to believe.  Especially for the young Germans, whose parents were too humiliated by their parent’s doings to dwell on those sins and to educate their offspring about.  And so history goes.  Always doomed it seems to me to be repeated endlessly.
Our not-so-old history of the last century also tells us present-day expedition members that in the first part of the twenty-first century, it was the specter of Global Warming that became the primary catalyst for our existence.  It was to be the first of many, as it turned out, alarm bells that began ringing so loudly back then and that was to inevitably awaken mankind’s perception of Earth’s quickly declining condition.  I wonder to myself, just how many of our compliment of passengers know that, or even care?
The scientists of the time, using questionable methodology to become recognized and funded, spurred on by the popular conservationists, preservationists, alarmists and all the other “ists” created a panic that could, in a short period of time changed the average person’s consciousness and perception of their world.  By mid-2015, about 75% of the population polled believed Global Warming was manmade and was causing droughts, record heat waves and more severe hurricanes and tornados across the planet.  It truthfully could be compared to an old children’s fiction book from the previous century titled Chicken Little.  The storyline of this simple, but successful children’s book was: All of the barnyard animals had convinced themselves the sky was falling with their evidence being nothing more than a small, but well-placed fallen acorn on one chicken’s head and the hearsay afterward that ultimately led to general mass hysteria among the members of the roost and the other barnyard animals.  Science, like politics also is run by agendas and the message though flawed was that mankind was responsible and that it was likely there wasn’t enough money on the planet to physically reverse all the damage we had caused.  Never mind that there were many more and impactful natural causes.  
And like the premise of that children’s story, the methodology may have seemed flawed to the average reader years afterwards, within a few short years no one cared what the scientists were trying to say.  People simply accepted this eventuality and the sky certainly was falling for anyone you asked.  The shortening of their expected life spans and leaving the alleged problem for the next generations to worry about was the norm.  Solving the problems did not seem to be realistic even if what the scientists were saying was true.  It would cost too much and we had other things to spend our money on - or so it seemed at the time. The die was cast by the world’s decision makers as to what they felt were non-attainable solutions and solutions they felt would work.

Unfortunately, the predictions were more than true, even though Mother Nature was responsible for most of the symptoms Earth was experiencing.  By the time the leaders and their constituency woke to that reality, it was too late to do anything of any consequence.  At that point in time, historians tell us, the overwhelming majority of people on Earth had convinced themselves that several thousand years of industrialization and general disregard for the planet’s health had by that late date, lead to the inevitable planet-wide death for all living things - or at the very least, extremely miserable living conditions for any species that managed to survive the coming decades of foretold calamities.  
So too, most of the people on Earth, especially those in control of the hundreds of individual countries, believed, without question, what the scientists were selling, despite a large body of long-established empirical scientific evidence to the contrary.   It seems impossible from our present day perspective that the really smart and credible scientists became ignored and their voices drowned and beaten into meaningless footnotes at the bottoms of the myriad newspaper tabloids and magazine articles clamoring to write the next sensational op-ed piece.  Never mind the tens of astrophysical factors that trumped man’s negligence.  Man’s ego always got the better of himself and the popular thinking of the time was that he was more powerful and impactful than Earth’s four billion year development of self-defense techniques.  Nature had found ways in those billions of years of evolutionary processes, to reverse the negative effects that had occurred long before mankind arrived.  Mother Nature had found a way to balance-out the extreme highs and lows of the roller coaster ride it was on, leaving us a giant thermostat if you will, that regulated our temperatures and evened out our planet’s excesses.  Man therefore, was but a flea on the back of an Elephant, but he sure as Hell didn’t see it that way.  His ego made him view things always from an egotist’s perspective or being the like the Elephant on the back of a flea.
Within a few short years, this rush to adopt the Global Warming mindset was so deeply rooted into mankind’s consciousness that it led to a mass-hysteria mentality, which in turn, caused the inhabitants of Earth to begin imagining the current set of events were too monumental and irreversible, with extinction as a species, only a short time in their future.  This mentality eventually spawned an international effort to save what they could of mankind and begin creation of the first true life-saving and intergalactic spaceships. With the ability to carry a large crew and travel fast enough to reach other star systems within our own Milky Way Galaxy. If Earth were to become insurmountably inhospitable in a few hundred years in the future, then it was reasoned, that mankind needed to quickly find a way to survive as a species by creating an expeditionary space effort to discover another habitable planet(s) that they could someday migrate to.  Perhaps, it was reasoned, by the time a suitable planet was discovered, man’s accumulated knowledge would then be capable of building ships large enough to take the entire population.  Though it was always considered an impossible task by those in the know behind closed door meetings on the subject, mankind never-the-less needed to have hope.  Hope was an essential factor in man’s psyche that was necessary to maintain if there were to be any chance at achieving the impossible. 
In this collaborative atmosphere of unprecedented international expenditures of both time and huge amounts of money, several results transpired that likely would have taken another hundred years to naturally occur otherwise.   Historians debated these facts over and over in later years as was their nature.
First, was the dissolution of most of the small or second and third class countries?  With the focus on the extinction of all men, it hardly seemed worthwhile to allow these small countries to continue their petty wars over boundaries, religion and such.  The old and impotent United Nations was allowed to die without financial support and a new union of global interests or Global Union (GU) was created in its vacuum.  Much like America’s Civil War struggle two hundred and fifty years ago, which resulted in the merging of both the north and the south into the present-day United States, so did the GU in bringing together either peacefully, and sometimes not, the creation of a global federation of countries.  Where there had been one hundred and ninety-two countries that existed prior to their subjugation or voluntary admission, there were now only some fifty larger countries – all under the umbrella of the GU.  Wars between any country for reasons of greed, suppression, religion or resources were no longer tolerated.  And once the money no longer flowed to armament makers, suppliers and users, the countries focused their huge reserves of resources to feed, house and educate the respective populations of each.  Unexpectedly, this led to an immediate doubling of Earth’s overall intelligence and knowledge, which had the immediate result of solving many long-standing scientific and physical problems.  It was said back then by the ever-popular “talking heads” that the positive snowball affect that benefited mankind in so short a period, was truly awe-inspiring to watch.  Like the benefits resulting from the 10-year space race to the Moon in the sixties.
Chief among those benefits, was the invention of a new space vehicle propulsion system called Nuclear Pulse Fusion – a newly perfected version of an old technology that could cut travel time to Earth’s nearest star from hundreds of years down to decades.  Fictional technologies like “Warp Drive” that allowed faster than light speed travel, or theorized worm holes were still nothing but science fiction and nowhere close to becoming reality – at least for the foreseeable future.  However, the new Pulse Fusion system was proven to be very effective.  Discovery around the beginning of the twenty first century of Dark Matter and subsequently what it was, unlocked many doors that had remained locked to nuclear physicists that in turn allowed for advanced propulsion systems.  This was especially true when used in conjunction with a much older practice of “sling shotting” a vehicle around a large planet within our Solar System to add even more speed.  It now seemed possible to reach the nearest star systems to ours within relatively short periods of time.  Hope grew exponentially in the minds of the average man.
The last two great technological improvements were made in the early part of the twenty-first century through a slow but deliberate effort to explore space by NASA and other participating.  There were few who did not want to contribute with both manpower and money.  Along with the United States were the wealthier countries of Europe, Russia, China, Japan, and South Africa.  New space telescopes being developed and constantly improved, allowed astronomers to detect distant solar systems and planets circling nearby stars, which fed the “hope” equation.  And through collaborative efforts on the International Space Station and subsequent visits to the Moon and Mars, we learned how to survive in the harshness of space.  We learned how to protect ourselves from radiation and solid particle collisions and how to feed and nourish our minds and bodies and usefully recycle our wastes.
Beginning in the late twentieth century, astronomers had made the first tantalizing discoveries that real planets truly did exist in other solar systems.  Though they could never really see them at first, they were able to at least show without doubt, large planets circling about nearby stars.  At first, with crude space telescopes like Hubble, they could only detect the truly immense gas-giants in these nearby solar systems that were grossly inhospitable. Later, new instruments were able see even the smaller planets within these distant solar systems, giving rise to higher likelihood of hospitable planets elsewhere and in frequent enough numbers as to be worthwhile exploring.  The commonly held theory was this:  There were literally hundreds of billions of galaxies within out Universe that we are able to see.  Within each of those galaxies, like our own Milky Way Galaxy, there are quite literally hundreds of billons of stars.  Some much bigger than our humble Sun in which we orbited and some smaller.  It was estimated or perhaps theorized that of those hundreds of billions of stars within our own galaxy, at least one half had to have solar systems consisting of one or more celestial bodies or planets.  Of those, surely 1 in 10 could be habitable.  It was simply a matter of doing the math.  The resulting probabilities were truly astronomical.  Once again, man’s hope was generously nourished. 
By the end of that century, there were few scientists that disbelieved the probable existence of habitable planets in our neighborhood of our own galaxy.  Though very few ever discussed the likelihood of finding an identical planet like Earth, they always touted the mathematical probabilities that many existed and only waited for us to find them.   Forget the fact that Earth stood out as a true miracle of happenstance in the astronomical sense.  Forget the fact that it had some twenty or more factors that all worked harmoniously together and in perfect balance, which allowed for life to grow and evolve as we know it today.  There is an incredibly narrow band of variants or factors Earth tenuously wobbles within that allows this planet to be habitable.  Upsetting only one of those factors could easily throw that perfect balancing act into an unequal state - thus destroying all life in a relatively short time.  Man’s ego is so huge that he thinks he is at last capable of having a serious impact on his environment.  This may be true, for he could surely muck things up if he deliberately wanted to.  However, man’s impact on his home is miniscule compared to what Mother Nature can do.  Take for instance one super volcano exploding over a short period of time.  This one episode could unleash enough material into the atmosphere that the ensuing nuclear winter would destroy all living things on Earth.  Or, the nuclear furnace that is our Sun and only minimally understood, could have one simple hiccup in the way of a larger-than-normal solar flair, scouring away our atmosphere, leaving us like our outward bound neighboring planet Mars.  Hope always precluded discussions of these real agents of destruction, but somehow focused on what the scientists told us we were doing to kill ourselves.   But then it was debated, that if we did nothing to offset the things we were doing to degrade our environment, then we would have no one but ourselves to blame.  That made sense and gave us hope.  Why worry ourselves about those things we had no control over or were powerless to do much about.  If an asteroid were aimed at Earth, we would try and deal with it when it was happening.  If the Earth lost its magnetic field and was unable to deflect the Sun’s immense solar radiation, then so be it.  Hope didn’t dwell in such cataclysmic scenarios.  But we could try and find a new home for ourselves and hope to save all. 
Ironically, a funny thing happened on the way to another planet that was hoped to be mankind’s future refuge.  Once there were no more global conflicts, either large or small, mankind’s energies through its doubling of intelligence, created solutions too many of Earth’s problems that had led them to seek escape in the first place.  Cheap, renewable, non-polluting energy production became available to all by finally conquering the complexities of the fusion reactor.  Once fossil fuel pollution was resolved and energy was cheap and plentiful, production costs of all goods and services declined to fractional levels of the past, resulting in low-cost commodities, transportation, communication and agriculture.  The people of Earth were now fed, housed, clothed and educated like the elite of only a few centuries before.  Once the panic for mere survival ended, so did the massive population increases in the so-called developing countries.  Earth’s overall population, for the very first time - declined significantly.   

Historians could finally see the truth of the preceding centuries – those in control of the resources, always became the rulers, holding sway over everyone below.  It was the rulers who were then able to say how much food, housing or education their subjects received.
The last bit of historical irony recorded for posterity was the public admission that Global Warming had been a false prediction based either on hidden agendas of those in power, a dumbing-down of the general public and a willingness by the majority to accept exaggerated scientific data.   It was finally proven in mid-century that both the Sun and the Earth worked in harmony to make life miserable for man through a periodic heating of the Sun’s surface and increased volcanic activity.  Once these phenomena began to subside in the late part of the Twenty-first Century, the “greening” of the planet resumed.  By then, all the positive things had occurred and no one seemed to mind that they had been duped.  Modern science was also able to finally show how fragile a system Earth was to life as we knew it.  It turned out that any one of literally two-dozen or more factors could seriously jeopardize life on Earth or, in one quick swoop, extinguish it.  We had been lucky indeed to have evolved as far and for as long as we have.  Man was now on the verge of being capable to explore his universe and perhaps controlling his own environment.  
With all this prosperity came more time for thought and exploration.  Mankind’s highest priority questions curiously shifted once again to the universal questions of “are we alone in the universe?” and “are there other habitable planets out there?” 
It took nearly ten years to build an interstellar space ship that would have a propulsion system robust enough to carry a crew of nearly one hundred and all the life support equipment and systems that were needed.  The gross weight of the finished craft was nearly that of the twenty-first century aircraft carrier, at almost 90 tons.  This also included the huge weight of the reactor or propulsion unit.
History records the launch of Centauri Prime – as November 21, 2091, 0630 EST to Earth’s nearest star Alpha Centauri.  It was strongly felt from all the data gleaned to that point that there would be at least one of two twin habitable planets there that would sustain human life.  As to whether or not other intelligent beings existed, was a question that had yet to be answered.  Man had never received any intelligent messages from space.  If life was out there, we would have to go find it.  I was born, but barely a year old when put into deep hibernation at the launch of ACES.
At our maximum speed of 50 KM / sec. it took us all of eighty-four years and nearly four generations to travel the distance of 4.22 light years.  The numbers are too big to contemplate with any degree of comprehension, so we always used smaller numbers to express this immense time and distance subject in our discussions.  
I came out of my trance of day-tripping back into history.  I was still staring at the object centered in the ships sights.  Was it my imagination, or had it grown just enough while day-dreaming to see a difference?  It was very doubtful.

To get to this place, it took us a full year to turn the craft around and brake to a more sedate speed of 30,000 miles per hour so that we could properly insert ourselves into an orbit around our destination planet – Alpha Centauri Prime.  This was no small task considering our previous velocity of 2,192 miles per second or roughly 8 million miles per hour. 
As we neared the planet of our choosing, our high definition digital telescopes and other sensory equipment were displaying very hopeful images.  Indeed these two planets were “blue” or water-bearing spheres with nearly everything about it similar in characteristics as the Earth as near as our distant sensors allowed.  Except for the difference in the fuzzy shapes of the land masses, one planet looked to have a ratio of 50:50 in land area versus water and a large white mass at either pole.  Our sensors were even beginning to read the chemistry of its atmosphere, though considerably thicker, showed a strong equivalent to Earth’s blend of gases.  The overall planet size however, was approximately ten percent smaller than our home planet, meaning its apparent gravity would be slightly less than we have come to know.  The closer we got, the better the incoming data and the more excited we became.

PORT OF CALL
CHAPTER - 2: EXPLORATION

Our insertion into the planet’s orbit was nearly flawless, given the many course corrections the ship’s control computers implemented.  Due to the highly complex and split-second timing required, the task would have been totally impossible to have been made by humans and I relied quite happily upon our on-board computers to get to our final orbital slot safely.
Our orbit exactly matched the middle band that was this planet’s equator and we were in a geo-synchronous position, matching the speed of rotation perfectly at an altitude of nearly two hundred and sixty miles.  Every person, young or old, technician or laborer all took every moment available to perch themselves in one of our many viewports and spend endless hours gazing at this newly discovered world that could possible be their new home in possibly a very few short days.  There wasn’t one of our passengers who harbored any fear our suspicion about the world that awaited them down below.  In fact, we were all unduly giddy with anticipation.  “It looks just like Earth?”, was the oft-heard phrase.
To the disappointment of the passengers, my entourage of officers and I decided to stay in orbit for at least a week and do as much surveying and data collecting as we could before descending to the surface. In this way, we hoped to identify any negatives as well as plan our first landing site and foothold.  This mandated time delay did not sit well with all the passengers and those who could not understand our reasoning became the most outspoken about going down as soon as we could.  My officers and I intended to be as safe as we could given the magnitude of what we were about to do.  After eighty five years in deep space, what was another week we reasoned?
We felt confident that there were significant signs of organic life down below, although none appeared to be intelligent enough to form any changes to the surface in the way of observable cities, agriculture fields, canals or other such surface disturbances.  We did detect areas that seemed to harbor large animal life of some form or other – mostly in the extremes of both northern and southern continents.  Whether or not they were intelligent beings, we would soon find out.  As to whether or not there were harmful micro-organisms in the forms of bacteria, viral or fungal forms, we were unable to ascertain from this vantage point.  Until our first survey parties could test the immediate landing site, we wouldn’t know until then about these invisible life forms.  However, it was considered a “given” that there would be many new species of microbic life that our bodies had never experienced and therefore had never made the necessary antibodies to protect itself.  
Likewise, we also carried possible contaminants that could decimate entire worlds like the Spaniards did during their explorations of the new world in the fourteen through sixteen hundreds back on Earth.  We had made every attempt at ridding ourselves of the few bugs we carried aloft on our day of departure from Earth.  But there was no telling what, if anything we carried around normally with us that could be another entity’s undoing.  We could only be as cautious as our modern science let us be.  Isolation would be our chief ally in coping both ways with our new neighbors, once we arrived.  We were well equipped I believe for just about any contingency that common sense dictated.  It was those uncommon things that often crop up that always had me worrying.  Some call that Occam’s Razor or Murphy’s Law.  Some call it the basic laws of universal diversity or simply the Chaos Theory.  Whatever you choose to call it, it represents a formidable force that we always need to be considerate of as we venture forth into unknown new worlds.
Fortunately for us, science of the last hundred years had given us the genetic tools that would help us identify every bug we came across and enable us to quickly manufacture the necessary vaccinations and other weapons to fight off these new and potentially harmful enemies.  That was unless our premise that all life in the universe failed to behave in strict accordance with specific genetic codes and the basic building blocks of DNA.  We were resolute in our belief that all life had to behave this way regardless the chemistry it used to evolve itself from.   As examples, we found by surprise in the late twentieth century, that life on planet Earth needn’t use sunlight and photosynthesis to exist.  There species in the utter darkness of abyssal trenches that took their life from nitrogen sulfides and high temperatures that in turn allowed for whole colonies of other species to subsist there.  The same was true for totally dark and isolated caves and tunnels that grew bacteria that thrived on dissolved limestone and other minerals and without the benefit of sunlight.  So too, we had revised our theories to include the possibility that life could exist on planets with nothing but liquid methane or liquid nitrogen.  Maybe it could somehow be possible for those struggles at life to evolve into a happy existence on planets with crushing atmospheres or radiation?  Using that theory, it was then very possible to imagine life forms that could be as varied as the billions and billions of planets that floated about the universe.  Some life forms perhaps even evolved to be a dangerous and some friendly or of a symbiotic advantage to other species.  Only our exploration would give us these answers, and this was our very first “Port of Call” as the scientists and sci-fi writers often called it.
From our vantage point we could easily see that there were endless miles of white beaches and numerous harbors that lined the shores of both continents.  Unlike Earth, where tectonic plates continued to move and collide against one another over millennia forming odd geographic shapes with mountain chains and lakes and such, this planet had only two opposing continents that were divided by two very large oceans that formed a twelve-hundred mile high belt almost equally astride the equator.  The Coriolis effect worked the same on this planet as it did on Earth and distinctive weather patterns could be seem moving over both oceans in familiar patterns, though more rhythmic without the constant interruptions.  We could even observe several tropical storms from our space craft.  There were neither huge mountain ranges nor any significant desertification.  The majority of the land masses appeared to be hidden or covered in clouds or fog.  Until we were able to do extensive geological surveying, it would be impossible to determine this planet’s age.  Was it a young planet, still subject to major modifications or was it an older and mature planet whose future years would be as placid as an old dog?  It appeared to be the latter.  But if that were true, why was there no intelligent life visible? The Earth was a relatively young planetoid at 3.5 billion years old and we had evolved into complex, sentient life forms capable of reforming our planet.  We saw no evidence on this planet, suggesting either evolution did not favor species development in this direction or this planet was in an earlier time of its development and intelligent life had yet to form.
After a long week of data collecting, my staff and I deemed it safe enough to send down the first of many landing parties to begin surveying the surface area of our new landing zone.
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